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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
PROVIDING AUDIO ADVERTISEMENTS IN A
COMPUTER NETWORK

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELAT
APPLICATIONS

s
w

This application 1s a continuation of application Ser. No.
09/893,362, filed Jun. 25, 2001, now abandoned, which
claims priority pursuant to 35 U.S.C. §119(e) to the following
related applications: (a) U.S. Provisional Application No.

60/213,396, filed Jun. 23, 2000; (b) U.S. Provisional Appli-
cation No. 60/213,827, filed Jun. 23, 2000; (c) U.S. Provi-
sional Application No. 60/225,943, filed Aug. 17, 2000; and
(d) U.S. Provisional Application No. 60/226,108, filed Aug.
17, 2000. All of the foregoing applications are specifically
incorporated by reference herein, 1n their entirety.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a method and apparatus for
providing audio advertisements 1n a computer network. More
specifically, this invention relates to a method and apparatus
for delivering customized audio advertisements to users in a
manner such that users are not required to perform any action
nor are they enabled to control the audio stream provided by
these audio advertisements.

2. Description of Related Art

For many years, the global retail market has been charac-
terized as a market 1n which physical products are sold from
physical locations. In recent years, however, this dynamic has
undergone a significant change in response to the increasing,
popularity of the Internet and 1n particular with the increasing
popularity of advertising on the Internet. It should be appre-
ciated that the Internet 1s defined here as a collection of

interconnected (public and/or private) networks linked

together by a set of standard protocols (such as TCP/IP and
HTTP) to form a global, distributed network. While this term

1s intended to refer to what 1s now commonly known as the
Internet, 1t 1s also 1ntended to encompass variations that may
be made 1n the future, mmcluding changes and additions to
existing standard protocols.

Many Internet websites are supported by business models
that rely heavily, if not entirely, on revenue generated from the
sale of advertising. A host website devoted to the presentation
of news, commentary, product/service descriptions and other
forms of content may further include advertisements 1n the
form of graphic or textual banners covering a portion of the
displayed page. A visitor to the website can obtain additional
information regarding the product or service shown in the
advertisement by clicking on a portion of the advertisement.
This action generally causes a separate page to be delivered to
the visitor containing the additional information. These host
websites are paid by sponsors according to the number of
clicks made by website visitors on these sponsored advertise-
ments. Therefore, a decline 1n the number of clicks a particu-
lar sponsor advertisement receives directly translates to a loss
in revenue for the host website. As the Internet becomes more
popular and commercial, these websites are having an
increasingly difficult time selling advertisements due to a
substantial reduction 1n most website visitors’ willingness to
click on these advertisements. A primary reason for this reluc-
tance 1s the simple fact that website advertisements are now so
common that website visitors are no longer enticed to click on
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them. Thus, as website visitors become more aware of par-
ticular types of advertisements they are much more inclined

to 1gnore them.

As the Internet becomes more popular, and as Internet
users gain access to the Internet at increasing modem speeds
and bandwidth levels, multimedia content on the Internet 1s
becoming more prevalent. This development means that a
wider variety of new advertising modalities are becoming
available. In response to this availability, many websites are
now attempting to add audio advertisements to their online
advertisement repertoire; however, there are drawbacks with
the way 1n which current audio advertisements are 1mple-
mented on the Internet. One problem 1s that website visitors
must launch an audio streaming application 1n order to listen
to an audio program. If the visitor chooses not to launch the
audio streaming application, the audio advertisement will not
be performed. Even 1f the visitor does launch the audio
streaming application, the visitor can still bypass the audio
advertisement altogether by simply scrolling ahead of the
advertisement using the control buttons of the audio stream-
ing application. Thus, the visitor can efiectively thwart the
delivery of the audio advertisement to the detriment of the
host website and the sponsor.

A need 1n the industry therefore exists for a way to enable
websites to deliver audio advertisements that cannot be
bypassed by the visitor. More specifically, the audio adver-
tisements should not require the visitor to perform any action
to enable delivery of the audio advertisement, and the visitor
should not be able to otherwise control the manner of delivery
of the audio advertisement.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

A method and apparatus for providing audio advertise-
ments 1 a computer network enables Web sites to deliver
audio advertisements that cannot be bypassed by a visitor.
More particularly, an advertising or sponsoring Web site
receives a request from at least one user for delivery of a
user-selected Web page associated with the Web site. The
Web site selects at least one audio advertisement from a
plurality of audio advertisements for delivery to the user in
conjunction with the user-selected Web page. The Web site
then delivers the audio advertisement to the user via the
network 1n a format that precludes the user from controlling
the manner of playback of the audio advertisement.

In an embodiment of the invention, the advertising or spon-
soring Web site provides soltware code that gives users alter-
native methods to link to other websites during any one of
these audio advertisements. In particular, the software code
may include “shortcut” commands that automatically for-
ward the user to a sponsor Web page once that shortcut com-
mand 1s executed. The user’s iput device may therefore be
empowered 1n such a way that multiple input combinations
may yield a plurality of different results.

In another embodiment of the present invention, participat-
ing Web sites may cross-promote each other within the com-
puter network. The advertisers are compensated according to
the number of audio advertisements that particular advertiser
has presented to users for particular sponsors. Credits may,
for example, be exchanged for audio advertisements on the
Web site hosted by the sponsor corresponding to audio adver-
tisement for which these credits were received.

In another embodiment, a database comprising the web
session tendencies of all visitors to the computer network 1s
maintained. It should be appreciated that tendency data 1s
stored within this database in order to determine which audio
advertisements are best suited for particular users. In particu-
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lar, these tendencies are associated with corresponding users
in order to generate query strings used to search through an
advertisement database. Particular audio advertisements are
then selected according to a weighting algorithm that deter-
mines which search results are more likely to yield favorable
results 1n response to those audio advertisements selected.

A more complete understanding of a method and apparatus
for providing audio advertisements 1n a computer network
will be atforded to those skilled in the art, as well as a real-
ization of additional advantages and objects thereof, by a
consideration of the following detailed description of the
preferred embodiment. Reference will be made to the
appended sheets of drawings, which waill first be described
briefly.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 1s a block diagram of an apparatus for providing
audio advertisements 1n a computer network 1n accordance
with the invention; and

FI1G. 2 15 a flow chart outlining the operation of advertiser
computer systems according to a preferred embodiment of
the 1nvention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

The present invention 1s directed towards a method and
apparatus for providing audio advertisements 1n a computer
network. More specifically, the present mnvention 1s directed
towards a method and apparatus for providing audio adver-
tisements without requiring that the user take any action to
initiate the audio delivery or performance. In a preferred
embodiment of the invention, audio advertisements are
played 1n a randomly accessible series such that a user 1s
exposed to advertisements tailored to their interests. In par-
ticular, the present invention allows for audio advertisements
to be played 1n a manner such that each subsequent advertise-
ment 1s based on user reactions to prior audio advertisements.
It should be appreciated that these audio advertisements may
include advertisements that promote various other websites 1in
a computer network. Moreover, a method and apparatus 1s
described for cross-promoting participating websites 1n a
computer network such that advertiser computer systems
receive credits for playing audio advertisements for other
websites directly from their own website. Within such
embodiments, the advertiser responsible for playing an audio
advertisement shall recerve credit for playing that advertise-
ment from the appropnate sponsor. In the detailed description
that follows, 1t should be appreciated that like element numer-
als are used to describe like elements illustrated 1n one or
more of the figures.

Referring now to FIG. 1, a block diagram 1s illustrated of a
wide area network employing a method and apparatus
according to an embodiment of the invention. It 1s anticipated
that the present invention operates with a plurality of com-
puters that are coupled together within a wide area network,
such as the Internet 20, or other communications network. As
illustrated, an advertiser computer system 10 1s shown to
communicate with a sponsor computer system 30 and user
computer systems 40 via the Internet 20. It should be appre-
ciated that user computers 40 may include any type of com-
puting device that allows a user to interactively browse web-
sites, such as a personal computer (PC) that includes a Web
browser application 42 (e.g., Microsoit Internet Explorer™
or Netscape Communicator™). Suitable user computers 40
equipped with browsers 42 are available 1n many configura-
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tions, including handheld devices (e.g., PalmPilot™), per-
sonal computers (PC), laptop computers, workstations, tele-
vision set-top devices, multifunctional cellular phones, and
so forth.

It should be further appreciated that the advertiser com-
puter system 10 1s defined here as a computer system hosting
websites on which sponsors have placed an audio advertise-
ment to promote certain products and services of the sponsor,
while the sponsor computer system 30 1s herein referred to as
those computer systems with websites for which audio adver-
tisements on the advertiser computer system 10 are designed
to promote. The wide area network may include many such
advertiser computer systems and sponsor computer systems.
While a single user computer system 40 1s shown 1n FIG. 1, 1t
should be appreciated that many such user computer systems
may be 1n communication with the advertiser computer sys-
tem 10 and/or sponsor computer system 30 simultaneously.

The advertiser computer system 10 1s comprised of an
applications processor 12 coupled to a counter 13, a Web
server 14 connected to an HITML (Hyper-Text Markup Lan-
guage) documents database 15, and a search engine 16 con-
nected to a visitor history database 17 and an advertisement
database 19. Similarly, the sponsor computer system 30 1s
comprised of an applications processor 32 coupled to a Web
server 34 connected to an HIML (Hyper-Text Markup Lan-
guage) documents database 35. As 1s generally known in the
art, search engines (such as search engine 16) typically incor-
porate a database engine, such as a SQL Server™ engine from
Microsoit Corporation or Oracle™ database engine, as part
ol their architecture. It 1s also well known 1n the art that such
search engines typically perform searches by operating on a
string of characters, known as a “query string.” A query string
1s coded according to a set of rules determined by the database
engine and/or a user interface between the database engine
and the user. As used herein, a “query” 1s broader than a
“query string,” denoting both the query string and the search
logic represented by the query string, whereas “query string”
refers only to a string of characters, symbols, or codes used to
define a query. As 1s also generally known in the art, Web
servers (such as Web servers 14 and 34) access a plurality of
Web pages, distributable applications, and other electronic
files containing information of various types respectively
stored 1n HTML document databases 15 and 35. As a resullt,
Web pages may be viewed on various user computers 40; for
example, a particular Web page or other electronic file may be
viewed through a suitable application program residing on a
user computer 40, such as a browser 42, or by a distributable
application provided to the user computer 40 by Web server
14 or 34.

It should be further appreciated that a user i1dentifies a
desired Web page for delivery to the user computer 40 by
communicating an HI'TP (Hyper-Text Transport Protocol)
request from the browser application 42. The HTTP request
includes the Unitorm Resource Locator (URL) of the desired
Web page, which may correspond to an HTML document
stored 1n the HTML documents databases 15, 35. The HTTP
request 1s routed to the Web servers 14, 34 via the Internet 20.
The Web servers 14, 34 then retrieve the HI'ML document
identified by the URL, and commumnicate the HITML docu-
ment across the Internet 20 to the browser application 42. The
HTML document may be communicated in the form of plural
message packets as defined by standard protocols, such as the
Transport Control Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP).

It should be noted that other architectural embodiments of
the mvention may also be implemented. Within one such
alternative embodiment, only the sponsor computer system
30 may be comprised of the sub-components described above
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while the advertiser computer system 10 1s comprised of only

an applications processor 12 coupled to a Web server 14
connected to an HTML documents database 15. It should also

be noted that, since sponsor computer systems 30 may also be
comprised of audio advertisements and since some advertiser 5
computer systems 10 may also be sponsors, a sponsor com-
puter system 30 may simultaneously be considered an adver-
tiser computer system 10 in some embodiments and vice
versa. For simplicity, the following description 1s made
assuming that the advertiser computer system 10 and the 10
sponsor computer system 30 both have architectures consis-
tent with the block diagram described in FIG. 1. If this type of
architecture 1s implemented, i1t should be understood that the
advertiser computer system 10 ultimately controls how these
audio advertisements are presented to the user (e.g., which 15
audio advertisements, at what frequency, etc.). It should be
appreciated that the alternative architectural embodiment
described above may also be implemented, where the sponsor
computer system 40 ultimately controls how these audio
advertisements are presented to the user, without compromis- 20
ing the scope and spirit of the invention.

In an embodiment of the invention, an advertiser computer
system 10 delivers customized audio advertisements to a user
according to tendency data stored within the visitor history
database 17 for that particular user. The tendency data 25
includes topical measurements of a users information inter-
ests. Various methods may be used to determine a user’s
tendencies, such as, for example, providing a form or Web
page for the user to designate topical areas of interest, ana-
lyzing the user’s demographic and purchasing informationto 30
ascertain likely areas of interest, and analyzing a record or
history of the user’s prior queries. It may be particularly
usetul to rank user tendencies 1n priority order. For example,
if tendencies are to be determined from a record of prior
queries, the tendencies could be ranked according to factors 35
such as the frequency with which the same or similar queries
have been repeated, the number of related queries 1n a topical
area, and the length of time since the query was repeated.
These and various other methods known in the art may be
used to determine a user’s tendencies, and the invention 1s not 40
limited by the method that the determination 1s made.

FIG. 2 illustrates a flow chart outlining the operation of
advertiser computer systems 10 according to a preferred
embodiment of the invention. This operation begins at step
100 when the advertiser computer system 10 receirves an 45
HTTP request from the user computer system 40. At step 105,
the advertiser computer system 10 then delivers the desired
Web page to the user computer system 40. The user computer
system 40 1s then identified by the advertiser computer system
10 at step 110 1n order to determine whether this particular 50
user has a previous history with the advertiser computer sys-
tem 10 at step 115. If a previous history 1s indeed found at step
115, then the history file describing the tendencies of this
particular user stored within the visitor history database 17 1s
opened at step 130; otherwise, a history file for that particular 55
user 1s generated at step 120. It should be appreciated that
whenever a history file 1s generated, the tendency information
contained in this file may be based on numerous criteria. Such
criteria may include the nature of the website as identified by
the operator of the website, the nature of the website as 60
determined by an analysis of the name, URL, content and
keywords ol the website, the nature ol the website from which
the user arrived at the advertiser’s website, or any other type
of 1dentifying information at the disposal of the advertiser
computer system 10. 65

In an embodiment of the invention, the above-described
criteria are used to generate primary search strings at step

6

132. In particular, the primary search strings generated at step
132 may be simple query strings that are used to ascertain
information from the visitor history database 17 using a con-
ventional search engine 16. Such primary search strings may,
for example, include “restaurants in city y”°, which may result
from the advertiser computer system 10 having detected that
the user had visited a website describing a restaurant in city y
prior to visiting the advertisers website.

The procedure continues at step 134 with a search of an
advertisement database 19 being performed according to the
search strings found at step 132. Depending on the criteria
desired by the advertiser computer system 10, an internal
weighting algorithm may be used to determine which
returned search results best match the tendencies of the user
as anticipated by the advertiser computer system 10. The
advertiser computer system 10 then selects only those search
results recerving a criterion score above some predetermined
threshold at step 135. It 1s to be understood that different
audio advertisements may be selected for different users
based on different criteria scores. For example, 11 a user links
to an advertisers website pertaiming to politics from a website
pertaining to news, then the user may recerve an audio adver-
tisement pertaining to breaking news about politics. If a dit-
ferent user links to this same advertiser’s website from a
website pertaining to taxes, then that user might receive an
audio advertisement pertaining to a political candidate who
advocates a cut 1n taxes.

In a sitmilar embodiment, these searches may be expanded
using an internal search string database, containing sets of
generic search strings that are typically associated with cer-
tain strings, simultaneously with the visitor history database
17 1n order to generate secondary search strings. In particular,
the applications processor 12 may be programmed to search
for more specific search strings from within this search string
database in an attempt to provide the user with an audio
advertisement that more accurately retlects the profile of the
user according to tendency data stored 1n the visitor history
database 17. The atorementioned search for “restaurants in
city v, for example, may thus include a search that is
expanded to also include “hotels 1n city y” or “restaurants 1n
city X7, where city X may be close 1in proximity to city v.
Within the context of the flow chart illustrated 1n FI1G. 2, these
secondary search strings may be generated at step 132 simul-
taneously with the previously described primary search
strings. The primary and secondary search strings found at
step 132 may then be combined and used to search through
the advertisement database 19 at step 134 followed by the
selection of the approprate audio advertisements at step 135.

Once the appropriate audio advertisements have been
selected at step 135, the advertiser computer system 10 pro-
ceeds by downloading these audio files to the user computer
system 40 at step 140. It should be appreciated that the down-
load described here for step 140 does not necessarily super-
sede the download of other content that the user 1s receiving,
but rather the audio file may be downloaded concurrently
with other data, or before or after any or all of the other data
that 1s requested by the user computer system 40. In an alter-
native embodiment, audio files may be downloaded 1n con-
junction with hyperlink advertisements in order to direct the
user’s attention to these hyperlinks for the purpose of gener-
ating traific on the advertiser’s website. In another embodi-
ment, the loading of the audio file at step 140 1s independent
of the Web page from where 1t originated. Within this embodi-
ment, an audio file will continue to be downloaded onto the
user computer system 40 even 11 the user leaves the Web page
betore the audio advertisement has begun to play. The method
of 1mtiating this download may include the use of hidden
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frames, 1-frames, pop-up windows, passive pop-up windows,
or any other ways of creating a connection to the users Web
browser 42 that would be maintained even if the user leaves
the Web page that mitiated the download connection.

Returming to FIG. 2, the audio file downloaded at step 140
will play on the user computer system 40 via the advertiser
computer system 10 once a suificient amount of the file 1s
delivered. This amount 1s determined at step 145 according to
user information ascertained at step 110, which information
may include the speed of the user’s modem connection and
the size of the audio file being downloaded. If a suificient
amount of the file 1s indeed loaded at step 145, then the audio
file 1s played at step 150; otherwise, the advertiser computer
system continues to download the audio file at step 140. It
should be appreciated that audio advertisements run at step
150 may be produced, compressed, and played 1n a variety of
formats. Such formats may include flash or any other suitable
format that can automatically play audio on the user computer
system 40 without requiring that the user take any action to
initiate the audio play. It should be further appreciated that
audio advertisements are transmitted in a format such that a
user computer system 40 does not launch any new application
or plug-in that would allow the user to control the audio flow
of the advertisement.

In an alternative embodiment, participating websites in a
computer network may also cross-promote other participat-
ing websites. In particular, websites within a network may
receive credits for cross-promoting other participating web-
sites using audio advertisements. Within such an embodi-
ment, these credits may then be exchanged for revenue,
advertisement space, or any other type of compensation from
the website being cross-promoted. For example, once a par-
ticipating website obtains a suificient number of credits, those
credits may be exchanged for the right to run their own audio
advertisement on the website being cross-promoted. It should
be appreciated that any audio advertisement space not filled
using these credits may be filled by audio advertisements
selected by, and displayed for the benefit of, the audio adver-
tisement network administrator (e.g., an advertisement solic-
iting webmasters from non-participating websites to partici-
pate 1in the audio advertisement network).

In general, however, the advertiser website responsible for
providing a user with an audio advertisement 1s credited by
the sponsor of that advertisement whenever a sponsor adver-
tisement 1s played. In particular, the flow chart described in
FIG. 2 continues at step 155 with an increment of the counter
13 which directly reflects the number of credits a particular
website should recerve. It 1s to be understood that the audio
advertisement network may permit websites to present users
with either a single audio advertisement per Web page, mul-
tiple audio advertisements per Web page, a single audio
advertisement per time duration, or any combination of the
above or similar criteria. It 1s to be further understood that
audio advertisements may be limited 1n frequency such that
once a user has been presented with one or several audio
advertisements 1 a given time period, the user may not be
presented with additional audio advertisements for a certain
time.

Once an audio advertisement 1s played for a user, the user
can either 1gnore the advertisement or act on the advertise-
ment at step 160. Such responses to an advertisement may
include visiting the sponsor’s website, actively interacting
with the sponsor’s website, or even purchasing or otherwise
completing the sponsor’s desired objective on the sponsors
website. In another embodiment, audio advertisements are
run in conjunction with certain soiftware applications that
allow for the user to access one or more sponsor Web pages
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with a single key stroke, mouse click, voice command or other
input. In one such embodiment, an advertiser computer sys-
tem 10 may include certain software code within their web-
site, such that when an audio advertisement 1s being played,
the user’s browser 42 will interpret certain mputs from the
user’s keyboard at step 160 as a “‘shortcut” command to
torward the user to the appropriate sponsors website. It 1s to
be understood that any appropriate input device may be simi-
larly used, such as specific mouse buttons, specific mouse
movements, specific voice commands or other appropriate
iput devices, or any combination of the above. It 1s to be
further understood that advertisers may provide the alore-
mentioned software code directly withun their Web page, or
the sponsor may cause such code to be embedded within the
Web page, or any combination of the above, or any other way
ol establishing the appropriate browser response to the appro-
priate input may be used.

In another embodiment, the user may be introduced to
several sponsors 1n a single audio advertisement or a combi-
nation of multiple successive audio advertisements. Within
such embodiments, the user’s mput device may be empow-
ered by the previously mentioned software code 1n such away
that multiple 1nput combinations may yield a plurality of
different results. An embodiment of the mvention may, for
example, dictate that the actuation of a certain key on the
keyboard will cause the user’s browser 42 to display another
sponsor Web page. Certain keys or keystrokes could similarly
cause the users browser 42 to display multiple or all sponsors
1n one or more browser windows. It should be understood,
however, that the keyboard 1s described in this embodiment
for explanatory purposes only, and that any appropriate input
device may be similarly used.

It should be further understood that the input used by the
user to display one or more sponsor websites can either be
preset by the advertiser or can be dynamically sent to the
advertiser from the sponsor once the appropriate audio adver-
tisement 1s selected. Some embodiments may be 1mple-
mented 1n a manner such that the input device or devices are
enabled only for a certain period of time (e.g., the duration of
the audio advertisement or any other pre-determined span of
time). In another embodiment, keystroke inputs would serve

as shortcuts to particular sponsor websites only 1f the user’s
browser 42 does not have input fields that are active 1n a
manner such that the user would otherwise provide input to
those fields. Activation of these dormant mput fields, such as
by a mouse click, would thereby disable any keystroke short-
cut to the sponsor website until no such mput fields remained
active. Once all these mput fields are 1nactive, the keystroke
shortcuts may again be enabled.

Other embodiments of the present invention may also be
implemented so that certain user iputs that result 1n a short-
cut to a sponsor’s website are encoded with a tracking code
such that when the user arrives at the sponsor’s website, they
arrive by way ol an encoded URL containing full tracking
code data pertaining to the user’s present web session which
may include the use of “cookies™. This tracking code may
then be read by the sponsor computer system 30, once a user
links to their website, 1n order to give appropriate credit to the
advertiser from where the user was linked. Within such an
embodiment, diflerent tracking codes may be 1ssued to dii-
ferent advertisers, or to different websites operated by the
same advertiser. It should be noted, however, that although
current tracking codes may readily identily both the adver-
tiser computer system 10 from where the user was linked and
the particular audio advertisement that was played, future
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tracking codes may be encoded to include a greater amount of
information that further identifies the tendencies of that par-
ticular user.

It should also be noted that user inputs may include mputs
of varying degrees of complexity. For example, a sponsor or
advertiser may establish that the actuation of any single key-
stroke by the user would forward the user to the sponsor’s
website, or 1t may be established that different single or mul-
tiple keystrokes forward the user to different Web pages either
within the sponsors website or some other participating web-
site.

Returming to the tlow chart 1llustrated in FIG. 2, the proce-
dure continues at step 160 with the advertiser computer sys-
tem 10 detecting how the user responds to the audio adver-
tisement being played. In particular, if the advertiser
computer system 10 does indeed detect an 1nput from the user
at step 160, then the appropriate response to this input 1s
executed at step 162 followed by an update to that particular
user’s file within the visitor history database 17 at step 165.
Otherwise, the advertiser computer system 10 remains at step
160 and continues to sense whether the user has entered an
input.

In another embodiment, a sponsor may desire that the user
visit the sponsor’s website or a portion of the advertisers
website that 1s displayed to the user for the benefit of the
sponsor. If the user responds favorably to a particular audio
advertisement within this embodiment, a new audio adver-
tisement may then be presented. This audio advertisement
may include the same, additional, or new material that 1s
customized for users according to how they reacted to the
previous audio advertisement. For example, 1f a visitor to a
political website 1s presented with an audio advertisement
pertaining to a politician who supports a tax cut, and that user
responds by visiting that politician’s website, then the audio
advertisement that the user 1s presented with might include an
advertisement in which the politician elaborates on the details
of his/her tax cut proposal. This audio advertisement may
turther suggest additional actions on the part of the visitor,
such as requesting that the user visit another Web page within
the website, or the purchase of a product or service, or some
other action. Continuing with the present example, this sec-
ond audio advertisement may conclude with an appeal to the
user to subscribe to the politician’s e-mail list to receive
updates on his/her campaign. Similarly, the advertisement
may simply conclude with an appeal to support the candidate
and to vote on election day.

It should be appreciated that, 1n some embodiments, an
unifavorable user response to an audio advertisement does not
necessarlly mean that similar audio advertisements will not
be presented to that particular user. Referring to the prior
example, 1T a user 1s presented with a first audio advertisement
for a politician advocating lower taxes, to which the user does
not respond, a second audio advertisement may then be pre-
sented for the same politician pertaiming to that politician’s
views on education and suggesting that the user review his/
her website for more details. The choice of the second and all
future audio advertisements may be based on any of the
criteria used in selecting the first advertisement, as well as
additional criteria that may have been added to visitor history
database 17 since the selection of the first advertisement. It
should be appreciated that a limit may also be implemented,
such that i1f the user does not respond to a pre-determined
number of audio advertisements, then the user might be sub-
jected to a new advertising campaign.

Similarly, if the user responds positively to any audio
advertisement, but does not fully complete the sponsor’s
desired objectives, there may be a different selection of audio
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advertisements presented to the user upon future visits to the
advertisers website. For example, 1f a user favorably responds
to a sponsors advertisement on an advertisers website by
linking to the sponsors website, but does not join the politi-
cian’s mailing list, subsequent audio advertisements may
include a message reminding the user to assist 1n the election
of the politician by adding themselves to the politician’s
mailing list. Similarly, 11 such subsequent audio advertise-
ments are successiul in fulfilling the sponsor’s desired objec-
tive, the user may then be presented with a different set of
audio advertisements including a “welcome back™ message
whenever the user returns to the sponsor’s website.

It should again be noted that the “tree” of audio advertise-
ments from which advertisements are presented may be based
on a variety of factors as described above, including the
degree of successiul interaction that each individual user
exhibits to each successive audio advertisement presented by
an advertiser, and the depth of the user’s exposure to the audio
advertisement tree. It should therefore be appreciated that a
user who visits many advertiser websites as well as many
other sponsor websites directly from those advertisement
websites, but who rarely or never completes the sponsors
ultimate objective (e.g., subscribing to the politician’s mail-
ing list 1n the example above), could continuously be pre-
sented with audio advertisements that are different from other
users whose behavior 1s different.

Having thus described a preferred embodiment of a
method and apparatus for providing audio advertisements in
a computer network, it should be apparent to those skilled 1n
the art that certain advantages of the within system have been
achieved. It should also be appreciated that various modifi-
cations, adaptations, and alternative embodiments thereof
may be made within the scope and spirit of the present inven-
tion. The mvention 1s further defined by the following claims.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. A computing system comprising:

one or more hardware processors configured to execute
instructions;

a computer memory holding instructions configured for
execution by the one or more hardware processors 1n
order to cause the computing system to:

recetve a request for a web page from a client computing
device executing a client web browser; and

send, 1n addition to the web page, code configured to cause
the client web browser to generate a hidden frame that
includes at least one audio file or a link to the at least one
audio file 1 response to the request, wherein the hidden
frame 1s configured to maintain a connection between
the computing system and the client web browser at least
until the at least one audio file 1s downloaded to the client
computing device regardless of whether or not the web
page 1s open on the client web browser, wherein the at
least one audio file 1s selected based on one or more
topical interests of a user of the client computing device.

2. The computing system of claim 1, the computer memory
holding turther instructions to cause the computing system to
select the at least one audio file from a plurality of audio files
for delivery to the client computing device in response to the
request.

3. The computing system of claim 1, the computer memory
holding further instructions to cause the computing system to
deliver software code to the client computing device to enable
the client computing device to request further web content
while the at least one audio file 1s playing on the client com-
puting device.

4. The computing system of claim 1, the computer memory
holding further instructions to cause the computing system to



US 8,117,068 B2

11

deliver soitware code to the client computing device to enable
the client computing device to request further web content
while the at least one audio file 1s playing on the client com-
puting device, the software code responsive to shortcut com-
mands to automatically retrieve a predetermined web page.

5. The computing system of claim 1, further comprising a
database operatively associated with the computing system,
the database holding topical measurements of information
interests for individuals.

6. A method comprising:

receiving, by a computing system, a request for a web page

from a client computing device executing a client web
browser; and

sending, by the computing system to the client computing

device, code usable by the client web browser 1n order to
generate a hidden frame including at least one audio file
or a link to the at least one audio file 1n response to the
request, wherein the hidden frame 1s configured to main-
tain a connection between the computing system and the
client computing device at least until the at least one
audio file 1s downloaded to the client computing device
regardless of whether or not the web page 1s open on the
client web browser, wherein the at least one audio file 1s
selected based on one or more topical interests of a user
of the client computing device.

7. The method of claim 6, further comprising sending the
web page to the client computing device with the hidden
frame.

8. The method of claim 6, further comprising selecting the
at least one audio file from a plurality of audio files for
delivery to the client computing device in response to the
request for the web page.

9. The method of claim 8, further comprising delivering
soltware code to the client computing device to enable the
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client computing device to request further web content while
the at least one audio file 1s playing on the client computing
device.

10. The method of claim 8, further comprising delivering
soltware code to the client computing device to enable the
client computing device to request further web content while
the at least one audio file 1s playing on the client computing
device, the soltware code responsive to shortcut commands to
automatically retrieve a predetermined web page.

11. The method of claim 8, further comprising storing
topical measurements of information interests for individuals
in a database operatively associated with the computing sys-
tem.

12. A tangible computer readable medium having software
modules including executable instructions stored thereon,
wherein the software modules are configured for execution by
a computing system having one or more hardware processors,
the software modules including at least:

a first module configured to cause the computing system to
receive arequest for a web page from a client computing
device; and

a second module configured to transmit to the client com-
puting device the requested web page and code usable by
the client computing device to generate a idden frame
including at least one audio file or a link to the at least
one audio file, wherein the hidden frame 1s configured to
cause the at least one audio file to be played on the client
computing device regardless of whether the web page 1s
open on the client computing device, wherein the at least
one audio file 1s selected based on one or more topical
interests of a user of the client computing device.
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